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School bullying has become an explicit, burgeoning problem challenging the healthy development
of children and adolescents in Hong Kong. Many bullying prevention and intervention programs
focus on victims and bullies, with bystanders treated as either nonexistent or irrelevant. This
paper asserts that bystanders actually play pivotal roles in deciding whether the bullying process
and dynamics are benign or adversarial. Bystanders’ own abilities and characteristics often
influence how they respond to victims and bullies. “P.A.T.H.S. to Adulthood: A Jockey Club
Youth Enhancement Scheme” (P.A.T.H.S. = Positive Adolescent Training through Holistic Social
Programmes) is an evidence-based positive youth development program which shows that
primary intervention programs have constructive impacts on junior secondary school students’
beliefs and behavior. This paper asserts that intrapsychic qualities, namely identity, self-efficacy,
and self-determination, greatly influence how bystanders react in school bullying situations. The
paper also explains how classroom-based educational programs based on the P.A.T.H.S. model
have been designed to help junior secondary school students strengthen these characteristics, so
that they can be constructive bystanders when they encounter school bullying.
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1. SCHOOL BULLYING

School bullying is a form of aggressive behavior, characterized by deliberate, repeated, and harmful abuse of
power against victims who cannot easily defend themselves [1, 2]. School bullying takes different forms and
is often categorized into four types: physical bullying, verbal bullying, social exclusion, and extortion [3, 4].
Physical bullying refers to overt physical aggression such as slapping, pushing, kicking, and spitting. Verbal
bullying, which refers to overt verbal aggression, includes name calling, teasing, insulting, and threatening
speech. Social exclusion refers to damaging a target’s peer relationships or social standing; tactics can
include spreading rumors, ignoring the victim’s presence, threatening others not to play with the victim, or
directing threatening or intimidating stares towards the victim. Extortion is asking for money or property. In
recent years, advancements in information technology have made cyber bullying a new challenge because
it is easy to commit but difficult to prosecute.

School bullying has detrimental effects on bullies and victims, as well as on bystanders. Such harm
can range from physical, psychological to mental; from intrapersonal to interpersonal; and from short to long
term [2, 5, 6]. Bullies are at risk of becoming increasingly short of compassion and concern for others; they
eventually are desensitized to bullying, which then becomes part of their normal life [7]. They may indulge
in the satisfaction of aggressive behavior instead of academic pursuits and thus are more likely to drop out
of school and be involved in gangs, delinquent activities, and antisocial behaviors [2, 5]. They might have
increased difficulty in maintaining healthy intimate interpersonal relationships and become abusive spouses
and parents [4, 8]. Over the long term, they are at increased risk of depression and suicide [9].

For victims, extensive effects—persisting to adulthood—are seen on emotional, mental, psycholog-
ical, physical, social, and academic functioning [1, 6, 10, 11]. Those who are bullied during childhood are
more likely than nonvictims to report depression, trait anxiety, and social anxiety [12], social phobia [13],
as well as low self-esteem, loneliness, and relationship dysfunction [14].

Bystanders, too, are impacted. Students who observe bullying report feeling helpless, uneasy, and
distressed. They often harbor guilt for not having helped the victim, anger towards themselves and the
bully, and fear of becoming targets themselves [10, 15]. They may also feel insecure at school and become
inattentive in class as their attention is directed toward avoidance of bullying [10]. These effects can also
carry over into adulthood—inability to solve problems assertively, distorted views of personal responsibility,
desensitization toward antisocial acts, and diffusion of boundaries on acceptable behavior [10].

School bullying is one of the top three misbehaviors in students, with frequency and severity
increasing [6, 16, 17]. In Hong Kong, a 2004 study on secondary-school teachers’ and students’ perceptions
of bullying found that more than 50% of the respondents had been involved in bullying, as bullies, victims, or
bystanders [17]. In a 2008 study by the same group of researchers, 87% of respondents reported witnessing
verbal bullying in the past 6 months, with 30% of them having seen it more than 10 times. Also, 68% of
the respondents had experienced physical bullying in the past half year, with 14% experiencing it more than
10 times [4]. This worrying trend demands immediate work on effective strategies for the amelioration and
prevention of school bullying.

Of course, school bullying has attracted massive research, and there are plenty of programs for bullies
and victims [18–22]. Unfortunately, even though it is obvious that school bullying typically occurs in social
contexts, existing studies often assume a bully-victim (dyadic) rather than a bully-victim-bystander (triadic)
perspective. Bystanders are often taken as mere “passers-by,” “observers,” or “onlookers,” as if they are
transparent and immobile. In fact, bystanders warrant research attention because, in the social contexts of
school bullying [23, 24], all people present are inevitably engaged in interactions, being explicit or implicit.
Bystanders, who witness the bullying as it develops, occurs, and ends, cannot possibly be inactive in the
process—whether they act or refrain, they have already added energy to either the bully or the victim.
Understanding bystanders is also important because (a) they typically outnumber the bullies and victims
and (b) they experience intrapsychic struggles, which are amenable to adjustment through psychoeducation.

In view of these traits, and of the pressing need to combat school bullying, this paper will advocate
for giving due attention to the important role of bystanders in the understanding and management of
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school bullying. While teachers, school staff, and parent/nonparent volunteers in schools can be influential
bystanders in the school bullying process, this paper confines its discussion to peer bystanders.

2. BYSTANDERS’ POSITION TAKING AS A STRATEGIC INTERVENTION

Peer bystanders, who are the biggest group in school bullying and who may choose to adopt a variety of roles
in school bullying, can decisively influence the intensity and outcome of bullying by assuming different
roles or positions in the bullying process [5, 25, 26]. Twemlow et al. [26] have identified several different
bystander roles. Bully (aggressive) bystanders may sustain bullying by offering positive feedback, such
as joining in or actively reinforcing through laughs or encouraging gestures. Victim (passive) bystanders
might simply stand aside and keep silent while observing, which actually renders silent consent [24, 27, 28]
and becomes part of the victimizing process. Avoidant bystanders might facilitate victimizing by denying
personal responsibility. Abdicating bystanders might use scapegoating to shed responsibility. In contrast
to these first four types, Altruistic bystanders might mobilize personal or social resources to help reduce
or even stop bullying, for example, defending victims, taking sides with victims, informing and seeking
help from adults, comforting victims, or trying to make bullies stop [24]. In many incidents, when peer
bystanders intervene against bullying, it tends to stop quickly [29].

After acknowledging the pivotal function of peer bystanders in influencing the course of school
bullying, and identifying the different positions of such bystanders, it is logical to ask whether bystanders
can be helped to take up the altruistic position to reduce school bullying, and how this can be achieved.
According to Twemlow et al. [26], bystanders are actually uncomfortable in nonaltruistic roles or are at least
caught in the dilemma of choosing among the different roles. Therefore, they are motivated to seek effective
ways out. This search (i.e., a bystander taking a position) is affected by various environmental factors.
Physical environmental factors include classroom spaciousness and even home proximity to bullies and
victims. Social environmental factors include the availability of parents, teachers, other adults, or peers for
protection or role modeling of different attitudes and skills of coping. In addition, the bystander’s physical
characteristics, social and academic status [5], and even social skills [25, 30] are certainly variables that
influence bystanders’ position taking.

In addition to these extrapsychic factors, the intrapsychic qualities of the individual bystander
(e.g., positive self-identity, self-efficacy, and self-determination) are even more important, according to
psychoeducational and clinical literature on bystanders [10, 29, 31–33]. In a bystander’s spontaneous
position taking, these intrapsychic qualities are not only directly and immediately relevant; they are also
the factors most amenable to the control of the bystander.

3. POSITIVE IDENTITY, SELF-EFFICACY, AND SELF-DETERMINATION IN
BYSTANDERS’ POSITION TAKING

3.1. Positive Identity

Identity is a constellation of personality characteristics and social styles through which one defines oneself
and is recognized by others. The development of a clear and positive self-identity rests on building self-
esteem, facilitating the exploration of and commitment to self-definition, and reducing inconsistencies in
the self to enhance role formation and achievement [34]. This definition of positive identity gives three
clues to how bystanders can be constructive helpers in school bullying. The first strategy is to enhance the
bystander’s positive self-esteem, which is highly correlated with prosocial behavior and positive well-being
[32, 35]. The second strategy is to engage the bystander in thinking through and working out responses to
situations like bullying, and upholding such options. Finally, the bystander needs to see the gaps between
their ideal, real, and perceived selves, seeking to sort out such gaps in order to achieve peace of mind.
To activate such strategies, it has been effective to present the potential bystander with case scenarios for
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guided discussion with self-reflection on choice of responses. The evaluation findings of Project P.A.T.H.S.
reveal that students participating in the program performed better than their counterparts in different areas of
psychosocial competencies and strengths, including positive identity, self-efficacy, and self-determination
[36–38]. They also have lower intention to engage in problem behavior and higher life satisfaction [37].

The social identity of peer bystanders (i.e., at school) can also explain why genuine, high self-esteem
is important in encouraging students to take the positive side in bullying. Some studies suggest that students
of low self-esteem may attempt to gain social status in school through bullying others [39–41]. On the other
hand, Salmivalli et al. [27, page 3] found that defenders of the victim had the highest social status, suggesting
that “a child’s social approval (positive status) is connected with obedience to rules, with friendliness,
and with prosocial interaction”. The defenders’ high social status might be gained by others’ appreciation
of courageous, victim-defending behavior. Genuine high self-esteem, which is positively correlated with
prosocial tendencies, is therefore needed for such behavior, as defending victims puts bystanders at risk of
becoming victims themselves [35].

3.2. Self-Efficacy

Bandura [42] defined self-efficacy as “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the courses of
action required to produce given attainments.” Self-efficacy plays a central role in “exercise of personal
agency” and revolves around the idea that “unless people believe that they can produce desired effects by
their actions, they have little incentive to act” [43, page 1206]. It functions as a multilevel and multifaceted
set of beliefs that can include a global self-efficacy or self-efficacy regarding different domains of the self
[44]. Self-efficacy has been shown in both Hong Kong [17] and overseas [31] studies to positively affect
prosocial behaviors, including bullying defending behavior. Students high in social self-efficacy are likely to
try to help victims in bullying situations, whereas students with low levels of self-efficacy are more reluctant
to intervene and help, regardless of their level of empathic responsiveness [45]. Even if peer bystanders
know how to intervene effectively, if they believe that they will be ineffective or that other bystanders are
more competent, they will be less likely to take action against bullying [25].

3.3. Self-Determination

Self-determination is defined by Catalano et al. as “the ability to think for oneself, and to take action
consistent with that thought” [46, page 19]. It refers to the competence in thinking for oneself and autonomy
in choice making. People who are self-determined are able to make choices according to their own thinking
and are less likely to submit to outside pressure.

Group norms and school culture often create pressure for certain behaviors. Bystanders’ position
taking in bullying is very much the result of peer pressure and the desire to be accepted by peers [33].
Students are more likely to join in bullying if their social network does the same thing. Besides group norms,
school culture also contributes to the social pressure on bystanders. In environments where speaking up
against injustice is clearly accepted and valued, the risk of social rejection for active bystanders is reduced,
whereas in environments where bullies hold the power to determine acceptance or rejection, the risks of
speaking up are greater [5]. If students are well equipped with self-determination, they are less likely to
acquiesce to negative peer pressure and school culture and are more able to take the positive side when they
witness bullying.

4. PROJECT P.A.T.H.S.: A POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM
ENHANCING STUDENTS’ SELF-EFFICACY, POSITIVE IDENTITY, AND
SELF-DETERMINATION

Most school-bullying intervention programs, both in western countries and in Hong Kong [47, 48], focus
on providing social skills training for bullies and victims, increasing students’ awareness of bullying,
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heightening their concern for victims, providing peer mediation programs to improve students’ intervention
behavior, and creating an antibullying school ethos by restructuring the school environment. However,
overseas evaluation studies show that these programs do not clearly improve bullying or victimization in
the schools, or that they are effective in one school but not in others [15, 47, 49]. In Hong Kong, few (if
any) systematic studies on evaluating the bullying intervention programs have been done. The effectiveness
of these programs is therefore unknown.

In view of the increasing seriousness of school bullying, Project P.A.T.H.S.—a positive youth
development program in Hong Kong—includes bullying as a discussion topic in its extension phase
[50]. To fill the literature gap [51], the P.A.T.H.S. curriculum (see the appendix) focuses on facilitating
students to become prosocial helpful bystanders. The curriculum references literature on psychoeducational
programs to enhance positive identity, self-efficacy, and self-determination, in combination with Salmivalli’s
recommendations [24] in the case of school bullying to offer (1) general awareness raising, (2) chances for
self-reflection, and (3) possibilities to rehearse new behavior.

In Secondary 1 of the new curriculum, students are introduced to basic knowledge on bullying,
including what it is and what its effects are, as well as dos and don’ts when facing bullying. Through
understanding the effects of bullying, students can understand how bullying harms themselves and others,
in order to keep from joining in. Teaching students dos and don’ts may also help them protect themselves
when being bullied. The focus shifts to bystanders in Secondary 2 and Secondary 3, with four goals: to
understand that peer bystanders play an important role in bullying and can alter the outcome of bullying; to
learn to be a wise and sensible bystander in school bullying; to be a responsible bystander in cyberbullying;
to learn to understand and accept the differences and constraints of others.

In addition to the new curriculum addressing bullying, the Project P.A.T.H.S. Tier 1 programs
(original phase)—a universal positive youth development program for students in Secondary 1 to 3—
also help enhance participants’ self-efficacy, positive identity, and self-determination, aside from other
essential competencies in social bonding, emotional competence, and moral judgments. For example, in
the units on self-efficacy, students are encouraged to recognize their successful experiences; to experience
self-efficacy through enactive attainment; to be connected to ownership in goal setting, self-regulation,
and self-efficacy in goal attainment; to manage their psychological selves in goal attainment. The units on
positive identity help students to accept and appreciate themselves; to explore their ideal, actual, and ought
selves; to enhance their feelings of mission. The units on self-determination focus on enhancing students’
understanding of autonomy and their involvement/competence in goal setting and action planning, and on
promoting students’ problem-solving and decision-making skills in confronting risk-taking behaviors and
undesirable peer influences.

The curricula in the original phase and in the extension phase work in a spiral manner that enhances
students’ self-efficacy, positive identity, and self-determination and repeatedly consolidates what they have
learnt year by year. The cultivation of self-efficacy and positive identity, together with the knowledge of
effective intervention skills, enables students to exercise their self-determination skills in making sensible
decisions and taking prosocial stands against school bullying. One caveat is that the curriculum should be
applied with a gender-sensitive perspective. Some studies [52] have found that boys may have higher drop-
out rates from programs that try to develop them into helpful bystanders, especially when conventional
masculine role models and macho values (like those in Chinese families) prevail in society.

5. CONCLUSION

School bullying is a triadic social process, in which bystanders assume roles equal to, if not more important
than, those of bullies and victims in steering the course and outcome of bullying. Fellow students, teachers
and staff at school, and parents who interact with their children’s lives at school are all bystanders, but
this paper has focused on peer bystanders. Peer bystanders’ position taking is influenced by many different
physical, psychosocial, and intrapsychic factors. Of these, three intrapsychic attributes—positive identity,
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TABLE 1: Bullying units overview.

Unit code/unit
Name

Construct Unit aim Learning targets

Secondary 1

AB1.1 incidents
of bullying

Behavioral
competence,
emotional
competence,
resilience

To understand what is
meant by bullying and its
consequences, to avoid
being a bully or a victim

(1) To understand the definition of bullying

(2) To investigate the behavioral and
emotional reactions of the bully, the victim,
and bystanders in bullying incidents, and
the consequences of bullying

AB1.2 behind
the mask of
bullying

Emotional
competence,
behavioral
competence

To understand the true
needs of the bullies and
identify proper approaches
to minimize bullying

(1) To understand the reasons of bullying
and the mentality of the bullies

(2) To identify suitable approaches to fulfill
the underlying needs of the bullies in order
to reduce bullying

AB1.3 a secret
book of
bullying
prevention

Social
competence,
behavioral
competence

To learn what should be
done in the face of bullying

To learn dos and don’ts in the face of
bullying

Secondary 2

AB2.1 I can
make a
difference

Moral
competence,
prosocial
norm

To understand that
bystanders play an
important role in bullying

(1) To understand that the “bystander
effect” has a significant impact on a
person’s decisions and behavior

(2) To understand that the consequences of
a bullying incident vary with the attitudes
and responses of the bystanders

AB2.2 make a
smart move

Moral
competence,
behavioral
competence

To learn to be a wise and
responsible bystander

(1) To understand the factors affecting the
attitudes and responses of bystanders to
bullying incidents

(2) To investigate how to stop school
bullying wisely

Secondary 3

AB3.1 online
buddies

Moral
competence

To learn to be a responsible
bystander in cyber bullying

(1) To know the tremendous harm that
cyber-bullying can cause

(2) To investigate the proper attitude for
bystanders in cyber bullying incidents

AB3.2 alien?
Social
competence

To learn and practice the
motto “seek common
ground and respect
differences; seek harmony
but not uniformity”

(1) To understand that everyone has his/her
own limitations and is different from others

(2) To learn to understand, tolerate, and
accept those who are different from us

self-efficacy, and self-determination—are particularly important direct and immediate variables under the
direct control of the bystander. Based on psychoeducational principles with demonstrated effectiveness in
Project P.A.T.H.S., a positive youth development program assisting students in their growth to adulthood,
this paper is a useful addition to the field, filling the literature gap on how peer bystanders can play a key
role in ameliorating school bullying.

APPENDIX

For more details see Table 1.
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